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Under what conditions could the technologically-mediated means of public communication – the media -- better improve the prospects for just peace (ultimately, there is no other kind)?  What are the dimensions of media influence on the prospects and course of organized political violence within and between nations – including the phenomenon of insurgent terrorism?  

Definitive answers to such questions are notoriously difficult.  In the first instance, “the media” is hardly a singular category, even if we focus solely on its arguably most important story-telling genre, journalism.  Moreover, the questions reference other difficult and much contested issues in media and political practice and scholarship.  How are Media related to Power?  How is Power related to Peace?  (Are states inherently instruments of structural violence, or in complex societies, necessary containers of the very possibility of peaceful existence?)  And what, exactly, is Peace: is it something other than the absence of War?

Here, I want to table these crucial questions, and simply to sketch some thoughts on first, why journalism matters to the prospects of peaceful conflict resolution, and second, what transformations in and through journalism might improve those prospects.

DO THE MEDIA MATTER?

To argue media do make a difference means rejecting the view that media are no more than mirrors of something else – consumer choices; elite interests, or reality itself (as in the positivist assertions by some journalists that they simply report ‘the way it is’).  

It is a commonplace to suggest that media provide their audiences with a ‘map’ of the social and political world beyond their own immediate experience.  From this observation about contemporary complex society, flow other notions of media power: agenda setting (media capacity to focus public attention on some events and issues, and away from others); the spiral of silence (the withering of issues and perspectives ignored by media); priming (media ability to influence citizens’ criteria of political evaluation); cultivation (the gradual adoption of beliefs about the social world that correspond to television’s selective picture of the world), framing, and the ‘ideological effect’ (the production of meaning in the service of domination) (Hackett and Carroll 2006: 30-31).  A less frequently considered but equally pertinent dimension of media influence is their relationship with anti-war movements.  Within reasonably democratic states, and in the absence of elite dissension, such movements may be the most important buffer within civil society against war.  The movement/media relationship is asymmetrical: movements need media (to mobilize support, validate their political existence, and attract new supporters) far more than vice versa (Gamson and Wolfsfeld 1993).  Media play contradictory but important roles at every stage of their trajectory: their emergence, organizational self-maintenance, and success; when political and foreign policy elites are united around a war policy, dominant media are likely to trivialize or demonize anti-war dissent (Gitlin 1980; Hackett 1991).

In the context specifically of war, some scholars see an intensification of media agenda-setting with the advent of real-time, 24-hour, globally distributed television news – most iconically, Bernard Shaw’s and Peter Arnett’s reporting for CNN from Baghdad during the 1991 Gulf War.  The so-called “CNN effect” allegedly highlights political uncertainty and incompetence, accelerates the pace at which politicians must respond to crises, and creates expectations and emotions that may force governments, against their initial inclinations, to intervene (or disengage) in conflict situations.  The American “humanitarian” intervention in Somalia is often cited as an example (Spencer 2005: 24-38).  

The CNN effect has been refuted as exaggerating media ability to divert state agendas (Spencer 2005).  Lynch and McGoldrick (2005a: 218) offer the more plausible notion of a “feedback loop” between journalism and political realities, as sources (such as governments) create “facts” (stated policies, statistics, initiatives) with the intention of having them “reported in such a way as to pass on a preferred or dominant reading”.  In that process, sources rely on their own previous experience as observers/audiences of media, to anticipate the nature of media coverage, coverage that will “incentivise” some courses of action over alternative options:

Report incidents of political violence without context…and you are likely to incentivise a ‘crackdown’, because someone, somewhere, will assume the public have received, from such reports, an idea that this will form a fitting and effective response (p. 218).

The implication is that journalism is unavoidably a participant in the conflict cycle, not a detached unobtrusive observer.  Patterns of news reporting will influence the course of future events, as political actors fold their understanding of the news into their calculations and strategies.  This analysis substantially challenges the positivist epistemology underpinning North American journalism’s ‘regime of objectivity’ (Hackett and Zhao 1998, chap. 5).  In wartime, media are not mere observers, but are simultaneously a source of intelligence, a combatant, a weapon, a target, and a battlefield.

Do the new digital media change the nature of media influence?  If the CNN effect has been largely discredited, not dissimilar claims have been made about the irruption of the internet as a vehicle of public communication, and blogs as a form of witnessing distant events (Allan 2004).  These forms, it is claimed, have brought new voices and actors into international politics, challenged the hegemony of corporate “mass media”, blurred the boundaries of journalism, shifted its genres, and disrupted the very category of “audience” as internet users are simultaneously readers and publishers, consumers and producers. 

But the naïve liberal optimism, that the spread of communications technologies and global media would correlate with democratization and the decline of war-prone authoritarian regimes, is strongly challenged by critical scholars.  If both war and media are fundamental cultural processes, then perhaps there are deep-rooted connections between the two (Hackett 1991: 17).  Some see a link forged by technology.  A generation ago, Jerry Mander analyzed a host of inherent technological biases in the (western) culture’s then-dominant medium, television.  TV, he said, favours death, commodities, artificially highlighted events, compressed time, charismatic leaders, fast-paced and fixation-inducing techniques – and war rather than peace:

War is better television than peace.  It is filled with highlighted moments, contains action and resolution, and delivers a powerful emotion: fear.  Peace is amorphous and broad.  The emotions connected with it are subtle, personal and internal.  These are far more difficult to televise (Mander 1978: 323).

Writing in the same era, Jorg Becker offered a critique rooted in political economy rather than technology.  Drawing inspiration from the then-current New World Information and Communication Order movement, which called inter alia for more equal information flows between the global North and South, Becker attacked the liberal notion that the extension of transnational information flows necessarily promotes peace.  Deriding the typical research focus on the effects of media (representations of) violence on their audiences, Becker reframed the issue: media are part of a system of structural violence, which Lynch and McGoldrick (2005: 59-60; emphasis in original) define as "a structure, usually understood as a system of political, social or economic relations, [that] creates barriers that people cannot remove...an invisible form of violence, built into ways of doing and ways of thinking," a form that "includes economic exploitation, political repression and cultural alienation".  For Becker, media are embedded in, and help to reproduce, relations of inequality within and between nations.  Accordingly:

If mass-media reception as well as production are at once expression and motor of structural violence; if communications technology can be understood, historically, only as an integral part of the emerging military industrial complex; if the access to and the power over the mass media are unequal and unbalanced...then the mass media can fulfill their original hoped for function as "peace-bringers" [only] under rare and exceptional circumstances.  The representation of violence in the mass media, then, is part and parcel of the universal violence of the media themselves (Becker 1982: 227).

Two decades later, Tehranian (2002) argues in a similar vein that the world’s media are still dominated by state and corporate organizations, tied to the logics of commodity and identity fetishism.  Such media generate political or commercial propaganda that constructs hostile images of the Other, and also create a “global fishbowl” whereby the excesses of the world’s wealthiest are on tantalizing display to the vast numbers of desperately poor.  Consistent with this critical view, a flurry of recent research has critiqued the role of media in generating support for aggressive warfare, such as the US-led “war on terror” and its invasion of Iraq (e.g. McChesney 2002).  

In this political economy perspective, the relevant contrast within the media field is not between different technological forms (e.g. ‘conventional’ versus ‘new’ digital media), but between different institutional logics – of state power, of commodification and commercialism, or of “citizens’ media” that give voice to civil society (Rodriguez 2001).

If the above writers see media as tied to state and elite agendas, others worry by contrast, that global media are too often tools for recruiting and legitimizing insurgent terrorists.  Thus, Liebes and Kampf (2004) argue that in the changed media ecology (including the emergence of al-Jazeera) since the September 11 attacks, global journalism has elevated terrorists to the status of regular sources, and even cultural “superstars”.  This argument is not necessarily contradictory to the state/elite thesis, if one accepts that state violence and insurgent terrorism feed each other, in a process of mutual demonization and dichotomization. 

We need not accept all these claims about media power as definitive. The precise extent and direction of media influence on amplifying or challenging social hierarchies, social change, or the status quo, is still surprisingly unclear and contested even after decades of media research.  Clearly, media studies is still a landscape of dispute.  In my view, we need to be equally skeptical of the technological determinism that underlies some of the above arguments, particularly about the emancipatory power of the internet; the media-centrism that exaggerates the power of communication institutions apart from the nexus of social forces within which they operate; and conversely, a one-sided political economy that reduces media to instruments of power located elsewhere.  

We need to grasp both the specificity and effectivity of media.  From the existing research, the following conclusions seem reasonable:

1. Media are participants, not detached observers, in conflict situations: notwithstanding western journalism’s ‘regime of objectivity,’ their presence unavoidably affects the course of conflicts.

2. In western liberal-democracies, media enjoy a level of institutional autonomy, but they are “structured in dominance”, tending systematically to privilege dominant political and economic forces. 

3. Too often, whether through their subservience to state propaganda, overaccessing of extremists, and other mechanisms sketched in the table below, news media exacerbate conflict, contributing to its escalation at the expense of openings for peaceful options.  Thus, conventional reporting of conflict too often amounts to “war journalism.” 

Thus, much of the scholarship echoes Tehranian (2002: 59) that the “envy and hatred generated by global communication seems to have outpaced mutual understanding, respect, and tolerance”.

PEACE JOURNALISM: A VIABLE ALTERNATIVE?

Such a gloomy outcome is neither uncontested nor inevitable.  In various countries, and at the international level, advocacy groups and networks have arisen with the aim of democratizing the media, as a distinct institutional field (McChesney 2004; Hackett and Caroll 2006).  Within the ranks of media professionals themselves, a reform movement known as Peace Journalism (PJ) has arisen.  Its premises include the three points noted above, to which it adds a normative imperative, an “ethic of responsibility” to take into account the foreseeable consequences of one’s behaviour, and adjust it accordingly.  If reporting-as-usual constitutes war journalism, PJ calls on journalists to incorporate into their professional ethos a conscious choice in favour of peace, as an affirmation of their human responsibilities (Lynch and McGoldrick 2005a: 218; Spencer 2005: 171).

In the words of two of its leading practitioners, PJ is multifaceted; it is simultaneously:

1. a mode of analysis that identifies cumulative patterns of omission and distortion in the reporting of conflicts;

2. a springboard for assessing the consequences of these patterns, in terms of the understanding they convey to publics, as well as their influence over the course of events in conflicts;

3. a source of practical alternative methods and approaches to the reporting of particular conflicts; and

4. a rallying point for a challenge to increasingly homogenized global news discourse, and a campaign for change by journalists and activists.  (Lynch & McGoldrick 2005b: 270)

In its prescriptions for better journalism, PJ draws on the insights of the emergent disciplines of Conflict Analysis and Peace Studies, pioneered by Johan Galtung.  It calls on journalism to look beyond the overt violence of war, and to attend to the “ABC” context of conflict, of Attitudes, Behaviour and Contradictions, including underlying patterns of structural and cultural violence.  Journalists, in this view, should identify a range of stakeholders broader than the “two sides” engaged in confrontation, and re-frame conflict as a “cat’s cradle” of relationships between the various stakeholders, rather than present conflict as a tug-of-war between two parties in which one side’s gain is the other’s loss.  PJ also calls on journalists to distinguish stated demands from underlying needs and objectives, to access voices working for creative and non-violent solutions, and to keep eyes open for ways of transforming and transcending the hardened lines of conflict.  In that process, journalists would need to broaden the range of sources beyond the political and official elites who typically comprise the primary definers of media agendas, and avoid victimizing, demonizing or emotive language, or dichotomous framing.  The hope, the expectation, is that through such practices, journalists can both offer more complete and accurate accounts of conflicts, as well as help create an environment more conducive to resolving or transforming conflicts away from war.

For media scholars, PJ offers an opportunity and a challenge.  It suggests several directions for future research.  

First, researchers could monitor and evaluate the performance of news media in conflict situations, using criteria suggested by PJ.  Although such criteria may prove difficult to operationalize as measurable variables, content analysis and other forms of textual analysis provide ready tools for such monitoring.  While there is a substantial literature on war and media, studies informed explicitly by a PJ perspective are only recently emerging (eg. Fawcett 2002; Lynch 2006; Maslog, Lee and Kim 2006).  Our own recent work at NewsWatch Canada, based on an annual seminar at Simon Fraser University, followed Maslog et al’s lead in constructing a PJ/War Journalism scale for newspaper items.  This scale can be correlated with other aspects of press content, such as news organization, genre of article, story location, nationality of publication, and use of sources.  Our four-nation comparative pilot study of press coverage of the Afghanistan and Israel/Hezbollah wars reveals a particularly high correlation between sourcing and framing; as PJ theory predicts, military, official and political elite sources predominate over ordinary civilians, and are strongly associated with the characteristics of war journalism, in news reports.

More expansively, some scholars have started to counteract the bias in the literature towards media and war, by exploring the substantive roles of news media in putative peace-building processes, such as those in Northern Ireland and Israel/Palestine (Wolfsfeld 2004).  Specific case studies could help to specify the conditions under which news media could play a constructive role in conflict resolution.  But PJ implicitly raises another question: under what conditions could journalists, even assuming they wished to do so, put into practice the principles of PJ in the first place?  We need to invert the question of the power of  the media, discussed above, to consider power through the media: the way that other institutional spheres impinge upon the media field.  What are the opportunities and blockages to the transformation of journalism practices?  Can creative and skilled peace journalists find spaces in the interstices of the existing media field (Lynch and McGoldrick 2005a), or do the narrative forms (Fawcett 2002) or institutional structures (Tehranian 2002) pose too great an obstacle?  

Elsewhere (Hackett 2006) I have attempted to address this question by assessing the implications of three different models of structure and agency in western news media.  The propaganda model of Herman and Chomsky (1988, p. 2) analyzes the dominant American media as a single propaganda system in which "money and power are able to filter out the news fit to print, marginalize dissent, and allow the government and dominant private interests to get their messages across to the public."  While Chomsky and Herman do not use the term, their findings about news content correspond to the characteristics of War Journalism: double standards consistent with elite perspectives, that portray "our" side as moral and righteous, and "them" as evil and aggressive.  These patterns persist, they argue, due to several institutionalized pressures or “filters”: corporate ownership of media, dependence on advertising revenue and on information from establishment sources, right-wing pressure campaigns or “flak,” and the ideological environment of anti-communism and free market fundamentalism.  

While the propaganda model rightly calls attention to such structural constraints, it has been criticized as reductionist, oversimplifying the complexity of the news system, including the roles of journalists and audiences in constructing meanings.  The propaganda model has also been criticized as functionalist, emphasizing the smooth reproduction of the system at the expense of contradictions, tensions and openings for change within it (Hackett 2006: 4).  Pierre Bourdieu’s “field” theory may offer a more comprehensive framework for analysis.  It focuses on the relative autonomy and distinctiveness of journalism as a form of cultural production and as an institutional sphere or field, one inhabited by creative agents and functioning in structured relationships with other fields (see, e.g. Bourdieu 1998; Benson and Neveu 2005).

To conclude this essay, however, I want to use a third approach, the Hierarchy of Influences model (Shoemaker and Reese 1996), to suggest the range of tasks and opportunities confronting peace journalism.  This model is hierarchical in that the five layers of influences identified range successively from the micro level to the macro, and arguably, from the least to the most determinant.  

As I have summarized elsewhere (e.g. Hackett 2006), the five levels or layers comprise the following:

1) media workers themselves.  Their professionally-related roles and ethics appear to have a direct influence on content, whereas their socio-demographic backgrounds and their personal and political beliefs shape news indirectly, especially when individuals are in a position to override institutional pressures or organizational routines (Shoemaker and Reese 1996: 65).  

2) daily work routines within the newsroom, routines that structure journalists' output independently of their personal backgrounds and values.  Converting raw materials (information) garnered from suppliers (sources) and delivering it to customers (audiences and advertisers) results in standardized and recurring patterns of content (p. 109).  

3) the broader organizational imperatives of media institutions.  In commercial systems, the profit orientation shared by private media companies, combined with their hierarchical structure, in general shape content in accordance with ownership's interests.  

4) extra-media influences, including sources, advertisers, the political power of governments, market structures, and technology. 

5) most broadly, ideology and cultural narratives -- a system of values and beliefs that governs what audiences, journalists and other players in the news system see as 'natural' or 'obvious' and that furthermore serves in part to maintain prevailing relations of power (pp. 221-24).  Ideology not only shapes news, it is extended, renewed and reproduced through media texts.

In the table below, I sketch some of the influences on news media at each level, that may work in favour of either war or peace journalism.  Like the three models discussed above, the implicit context is a powerful western nation-state, with a largely commercialized news media system enjoying formal independence from the state, and relatively well-established and stable relationships with audiences and other institutions.  Certainly the forces at work would be significantly different in societies struggling to emerge from a colonial and/or authoritarian past, and it remains to be seen whether this conceptual framework itself can facilitate comparative analysis.  Moreover, this model, premised as it is on a relatively stable national media system, needs to take into account the contradictory dynamics of economic and media globalization.

Still, with these caveats, this very preliminary analysis is suggestive.  It indicates that journalism operates within a nexus of sometimes contradictory forces that may allow scope for agency and alternative practices, including those of peace journalism.  But those spaces are limited, constrained by powerful forces both within and outside the media field, including journalism’s own regime of objectivity (which reinforces dependence on official sources and on the two-sided construction of conflict), governmental and economic pressures, and the cultural context of nationalism and identity fetishism.  To the extent that “the structure is the message” (Tehranian 2002), the full implementation of PJ would require changing not only the training and ethos of journalists, work that is fortunately underway, but also the institutional framework of incentives, resources and constraints – towards a public service rather than commercial ethos, towards diversity and pluralism, towards transnational and intercultural models of communication.  

The agenda of PJ thus overlaps with the struggles of citizens’ movements that have emerged in a number of countries, demanding democratic reform of state communication policies and media practices – at both national levels (like the Free Press coalition in the US) and civil society intervention directed towards democratizing global media governance, such as CRIS, the Campaign for Communication Rights in the Information Society (O Siochru 2005).  Social justice movements struggling to project their voice in the public arena could also help shift the environment of journalism.  The emergence of community and independent media, whether in radio (the most important medium in the South) or through digital networks, provides another potential avenue for conflict resolution – although many such media are themselves born out of struggle and act as agencies of propaganda for subordinate groups.  

The paradox of PJ is that its viability depends, in part, on the very conditions that it is trying to promote – communicative democracy, communication rights for all stakeholders trapped in relations of cultural and structural violence, as well as in overt conflict.  The ultimate goal is not better media, but a humanly livable world.  By mapping the vectors and forces at work in the journalism field, media scholars can help identify strategies and openings for that necessary project.  

NEWS DETERMINANTS:  A HIERARCHY OF INFLUENCES

	LEVEL OF INFLUENCE
	WAR JOURNALISM
	PEACE JOURNALISM

	1.  JOURNALISTS
	*  Nationalism

*  Cultural, gender biases

*  Professional commitment to objectivity
	*  Personal values:

- social liberalism

- respect for human rights

- “post-materialism”

*  Social background:

- secular, urban, educated



	2.  NEWS ROUTINES

3.  ORGANIZATIONAL IMPERATIVES
	*  Some “News Values”:

power elite, bad news, magnitude, entertainment (spectacle)

*  “Objectivity” practices:

- conflict dualism

- official sources

- events over processes, context

* Narrative and rhetorical forms: dualism, drama
	*  Cover “both sides” of legitimate controversies

*  Some “audience considerations”:

- human interest, good news

- transnational audiences (e.g. BBC)

-credibility, reputation for independence

*  Media corporations’ stake in civilian consumer spending 



	4.  EXTRA-MEDIA ORGANIZATIONS
	*  Audience as market:  drama, ethnocentric, Manichean narratives, patriotism

*  Gov’t financial/legal influence

*  Conservative “flak”

*  Elite experts

*  Gov’t info. control

*  TV’s technol. bias to war

*  Media/military corporate ties

*  Commercial media’s consumer-ism, marginalization of the poor, as a form of structural violence


	*  Audiences may reject wartime news

*  Elite peace-processes?

*  Internet:  expansion of voices, citizens’ journalism



	5.  IDEOLOGY & THE GLOBAL LEVEL
	*  Nationalist myths, linked to military honour or sacrifice; or to Othering

*  Globalization from above:  structural violence, inequality

*  “Global fishbowl” effect
	*  “Canada as Peacekeeper” myth

*  Democracy and Human Rights values

*  Global economic interdependence

*  Globalization from below, global civil society
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